Medical History
Otto Cohnheim the forgotten physiologist D M MATTHEWS British Medical_Journal, 1978, 2, 618-619 Who was Otto Cohnheim? It is no exaggeration to say that he was the man who laid the foundation of our present understanding of the absorption of protein digestion products and also protein metabolism-yet he remains forgotten. This is largely because he unfortunately became, like so many others, a victim of political enthusiasm. 1978 is the 25th anniversary of his death, a fitting time to try to restore some of his scientific credit, which should be great, and to honour his memory. Otto Cohnheim must not be confused with his father, the eminent pathologist Julius Cohnheim, whose solemn Victorian portrait may still be seen in at least one standard textbook of pathology. Many of us may recall from our physiology books that "Cohnheim discovered erepsin"-but the discoverer of erepsin was Otto Cohnheim, not Julius.
Early achievement
Otto 
Cohnheim's career was interrupted by the Great War, in which he served as a medical officer in the field, so that it was not until 1919 that he could take up his appointment at the institute at Hamburg, of which he was made director. Cohnheim's interests were wide. He became interested in the mechanism of sugar absorption, the physiology of the kidney, general metabolism, and the physiology of marine animals; in the octopus he did some particularly ingenious experiments showing that only amino-acids were absorbed into the blood by taking advantage of the peculiar anatomy of this animal, in which the intestine is suspended in "a lake of blood." He even had an active interest in meteorology. He published many papers and books on physiological subjects (for bibliography see Matthews3 and Walter5). He brought up a family of four children, three girls and one boy; he travelled, researching and lecturing in Italy and the USA; he worked for a time in Russia with Pavlov. He must have led the intensely satisfying life of the successful academic. All this was to end in 1934.
End of an era
As his name suggests, Cohnheim was Jewish (though not in faith), so from the time of the accession to power of Hitler and the National Socialist Party in Germany in early 1933 his days in his post in Hamburg were inevitably numbered. His son told me an interesting story from this Nazi period. One day, two men of the Gestapo arrived at his house, with the intention of searching his study. His daughter telephoned him at his office in the institute about the arrival of these visitors. He replied, with remarkable sang-froid, that they could go ahead and search-he had nothing to hide. Nevertheless, the Gestapo men did make a find that impressed them. In Cohnheim's desk was a magnificent certificate confirming his appointment as head of his institute, signed, in reality or facsimile, by no less a man than Kaiser Wilhelm II. Seeing this, the Gestapo men fell back, as it were, and their attitude became noticeably more respectful. Evidently, even after some 15 years, the name of the Kaiser still symbolised authority.
The end came in 1934, when Cohnheim was abruptly dismissed from his post without compensation of any kind. The medical students courageously demonstrated against his dismissal, for he was a popular teacher, but of course to no purpose. Cohnheim had to sell his home and possessions, including his father's splendid library, and almost penniless escaped with his family to Britain-all this at the age of 60. There is little left to tell. In a sense, I think Cohnheim's life was ended when he had to leave Germany. Shortly, probably too shortly, after the second world war, though he had been offered a chair in Switzerland on the condition that he changed his name back to Cohnheim, he returned to his former post in Hamburg. For him Hamburg was still his home, and the name Cohnheim had come to have unpleasant associations for him. He died there in 1953, and I understand that no obituary in the English language appeared anywhere.
Recollection of a great man I like to think of Cohnheim in his prime: a shortish, rather tubby man, successful, brilliant, brimming over with ideas, kindly, at times perhaps a little irascible-he had been known to use the phrase "that Schweinhund!" of some academic who had offended him (I wish we had that splendid epithet in the English language). I am inclined to refer to Otto Cohnheim in unfashionable terms-like his father, he was what used to be called a great man, and should be recognised as such. At the very least, he was one of the most eminent physiologists of this century. One of many instances of his kindness was told to me by Professor Necheles, once a postgraduate student of his. As Necheles said, "In those days [about 1919 ] the Professor was like a god: the students trembled when they saw him." One evening Necheles was working late on his research in the laboratory, tired and hungry. Times were very hard, and food was short. Cohnheim happened to look in, and he made a cup of cocoa for the young man with his own professorial hands.
In a previous publication, I showed a portrait of Cohnheim as a rather sad-looking old man nearing the end of his life. Here I show a picture of him at his desk at home in Hamburg in May 1933 (figure). I wish I could have shown you a picture from his early life as a brilliantly promising young man in the beautiful city of Heidelberg.
